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Karl Barth (1886—1968) 


“Faith is awe in the presence of the divine incognito; it is the love of God that is aware of the 
qualitative difference between God and man and God and the world.” 


“The gospel is not a truth among other truths. Rather, it sets a question mark against all 
truths.’ 


Key Designations: 


° Leading Protestant theologian of the 20th century.* 

° Author of the theological masterpiece Church Dogmatics.4 

° Faither of “dialectical theology,” or “the theology of crisis”; neo-orthodoxy in Protestant 
theology.” 

Key Background Information: 

° Born in Basil, Switzerland, on May 10, 1886, to Fritz and Anna Sartorius Barth.° 

° Educated at Bern, Switzerland, as well as several German universities.” 

° At Berlin he attended a seminar of the liberal theologian Adolf von Harnack, and at 


Marburg he studied under Wilhelm Herrmann and was interested in the early 19th-century 
German theologian Friedrich Schleiermacher.® 


° Married Nelly Hoffman in 1913, had one daughter and four sons.” 

° Was in parish ministry from 1911 to 1921 at Geneva and later Safenwil, Switzerland. !° 
° Was never granted a doctorate degree, but he was given theology professor positions at 
the universities of Göttingen, Münster, and Bonn. !! 

E Later in his life, he preached at Basel prison.’ 
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° Died December 10, 1968, in Basel.!* 


Key Events: 

id During World War I, Barth and his friend Eduard Thurneysen realized liberal theology’s 
failure especially during a hard event as World War I.'4 

° Formed the Synod of Barmen to resist the Nazi movement when Adolf Hitler came to 
power in 1933 in Germany. He was dismissed from the University of Bonn as a result." 

° Founded the World Council of Churches in 1948, lectured across the United States and 
Europe. !6 


Key Ideas: 

. Emphasized the “wholly otherness of God” over the anthropocentrism of 19th-century 
liberal theology.!’ 

° Recovered the emphasis of the doctrine of the Trinity within Christian theology. !8 

s Reappropriated the Christology of the ancient church. "° 

° Believed that God can be known only in accordance with His nature. Rejected the 19th- 
century view that there was an identity between the Spirit of God and religious self- 
consciousness or between the laws of God and the natural structures of man’s life and history.”° 
° Emphasized the theme of God’s absolute sovereignty, of his complete freedom in 
initiating his revelation in Jesus Christ.! 

° Believed only Jesus Christ is the Word of God, rejected the Bible as completely the 
inspired Word of God (which is a major theological problem): “Jesus Christ ... is the one Word 
of God.... We reject the false doctrine, as though the Church could and would have to 
acknowledge as a source of its proclamation, apart from and beside this one Word of God, still 
other events and powers, figures and truths, as God’s revelation.” 


Key Works: 

° Epistle to the Romans (1919): Paved the way to return to Bible-based orthodox 
Protestantism. Allowed other theologians across the world to notice him.” 

° Church Dogmatics: His masterpiece of theology. He did not finish it during his lifetime. 
There are 13 parts in four volumes, more than 9,000 pages.” 

° Das Wort Gottes und die Theologie (1924; The Word of God and the Word of Man): 
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A collection of sermons and expositions on divine revelation.” 
° Other works include: Die Theologie und die Kirche (1928; Theology and Church) and 
Offenbarung, Kirche, Theologie (1934; God in Action).”® 
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